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This thesis is dedicated to "Jackie," one of the women
guests of the shelter who survived the winter only to die in
the spring.
Also, to current and former community members. And, in
gratitude, to the benefactors who keep the doors of
"Westside" Shelter open.

Death is so obvious here.
People die in the street, you
hear shooting around here, you have drugs around you, drugs
and alcohol.
People's lives are just screwed up totally.
But, that makes life so much more beautiful.
"Dutch," Westside Shelter staff

I'm surviving; what else can I do? The only way we learn is
through pain, and I'm learning a lot.
"Bob," Westside Shelter guest
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Homeless shelters are a site where some homeless (and
non-homeless) people spend their time.

Many other homeless

people survive outside of the shelter system.
thesis,

In this

I focus on the homeless people that do use shelters

and the staff they encounter there.

A better understanding

of these populations will not tell us about all the homeless, but it will enlighten the debate over what happens at
shelters and how they are used.

For instance, when people

argue about the role of shelters in eliminating or perpetuating homelessness, what processes are they talking about?
What are the defining characteristics of the people that use
and operate shelters?

What are the everyday meanings for

each that are constructed in the process of interaction?

In

other words, what actually happens at a homeless shelter?
The answers to these questions are best provided by an
ethnographic study.

Ethnography illustrates the importance

of everyday interactions and definitions that can not be
measured quantitatively.

Quantitatively, a shelter can be

described by the number of homeless it houses, its available
bed space, or the number of programs it has.

However, this
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says nothing about what it is like to stay at a shelter or
work at one.
Ethnography is a method for collecting data, as well as
a theoretical and philosophical framework (Brewer, 1994).
Readers of an ethnographic text should understand its value
for explaining the social world by exercising their ethnographic imaginations (Brewer, 1994: 236).

Brewer contends

that an ethnographic imagination has three dimensions:

(1)

the belief that field notes, recorded interviews, and
observed actions can represent a social world larger than
that defined in the ethnographic text;

(2) the belief that

everyday life has a connection to a broader social world;
and (3) the belief that people's understandings of the
everyday world are important to analyze rather than ignoring
or uncritically accepting

(1994: 237).

Readers must accept

that an ethnography can provide useful information and
nuance about the social world that could not otherwise be
known.

Therefore, this thesis, as an ethnography, asks

readers to use their ethnographic imaginations in accepting
the validity and importance of its representation of everyday events and meanings at a homeless shelter.
My approach also borrows from the symbolic interactionist tradition in sociology.

Symbolic interaction is

concerned with the social process by which meaning is
created and interpreted.

I am interested in how this

process occurs in the context of a homeless shelter.
Therefore, I focus my attention on the site of a particular
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shelter.

I am not concerned with how or why the people at

this particular shelter became homeless or what options
outside of the shelter are presently available to them.

My

first concern is to give an account of what occurs at this
shelter.

For example:

(1) what are the events or processes

that define the shelter experience;

(2) what are the types

of relationships which form between homeless and staff; and
(3) what is the significance of the shelter to the staff and
homeless?

These three questions have not been adequately

addressed by any of the literature on homelessness,
especially from an ethnographic perspective.
Rather than argue about the utility of shelters in
"solving" or reifying homelessness, my focal point is on the
nature of interactions at one particular shelter.

For

better or for worse, shelters are an institution that many
homeless persons contend with.

A better understanding of

what this means on a daily basis can aid in understanding
homelessness from a "grounded," rather than an abstract,
perspective.

The idea of a "grounded" perspective is

borrowed from Glaser and Strauss's notion of "grounded
theory" in which the theory is generated out of the empirical data (1967).

This approach is flexible and does not

involve testing a pre-existing theoretical perspective, but,
rather, gives credence to the data as it reflects the
experiences of those in a particular situation.
In this thesis, I give a focused ethnographic account
of everyday life at a homeless shelter, paying particular
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attention to processes and relationships.

This ethnography

fills a specific gap in the homeless literature as well as
being as a case study for the justification of ethnographic
research.

In other words, one can only see the processes

and relationships at the shelter, complex as they are, by
looking from the bottom-up; by focusing on what happens
there on a daily basis.
This remainder of this thesis consists of eight more
chapters.

Chapter 2 discusses the books and articles which

have been most helpful in framing my field experience.
These were also useful for interpreting the data and placing
it into a meaningful theoretical framework.

Moreover, I use

these works to argue that an ethnography of a shelter is
important and fills a gap in the homeless literature.
Chapter 3 describes my strategy for examining everyday
life at a shelter.

I explain how I spent time at one

particular homeless shelter and describe my role there.
Likewise, Chapter 4 describes the actual research site of
the shelter and puts it in context.
Chapter 5 explains how the data were analyzed, while
Chapters 6, 7, and 8 are presentations of the analysis.
There I discuss the connection of the data to the themes of
process, relationships and status, and staff organization.
Finally, in Chapter 9 I explain the importance of what
I have learned while doing my research.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The existing literature on homelessness can be broadly
divided into three categories.
structural explanations,

These categories are:

(1)

(2) policy analysis, and (3) the

perspectives of the homeless themselves.

The first two

categories consist primarily of quantitative data since they
are concerned with trends and large-scale relationships.
The third category necessarily contains qualitative data
because it focuses on subjective experiences of homeless
people.

Furthermore, while many researchers incorporate

elements from all three categories into their work, they
tend to stress one of these areas.
Structural explanations search for the underlying
causes or origins of homelessness.

For example, Rossi

describes how the effects of modern deindustrialization have
made certain populations more susceptible to homelessness
than in the past (1989).

Another commonly cited cause of

homeless is the deinstitutionalization of the mentally ill.
Deinstitutionalization is challenged by Marcuse as a denial
of what he sees as the main structural reasons for homelessness -- namely, the profit structure of housing, the
distribution of income, and government policy (1988).
5
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Moreover, Hoch and Slayton describe how the destruction of
single room occupancy hotels

(SRO's) has increased home-

lessness by eliminating skid row communities which served as
buffers against homelessness for the most vulnerable of the
working poor (1989).

Likewise, Hopper and Hamberg identify

long-term trends such as declining incomes and a dwindling
low-rent housing supply for pushing many people over the
threshold into homelessness (1984).
Conversely, policy analysis is concerned with counting
the homeless, their contact with existing social programs,
and suggesting ways of altering and/or improving these
programs.

Jencks, for instance, is concerned with how

homeless people are defined and counted since these numbers
often influence the policies adopted in regard to the
homeless (1994).

He describes how the number of homeless is

political, based more on the interests on whomever is doing
the defining and counting than any objective measure.
Attempts to alleviate homelessness, he believes, are tied to
reducing poverty in general.

In specifically addressing

homelessness, Jencks suggests organizing day labor under
public auspices in which workers can earn food and room
vouchers as well as money, and the reinvention of "cubicle
hotels" where the very poor can get some privacy and safety
away from the influences of street or shelter life (1994:
115-117).
The third area of literature focuses on the stories and
struggles of the homeless from their own perspective.

For
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instance: Liebow describes the personal lives of homeless
women in suburban Washington D.C. shelters (1993); Rosenthal
gives an extensive account of the homeless in Santa Barbara,
California (1994); Snow and Anderson document the homeless
in Austin, Texas

(1993); Toth tells the stories of the

homeless living in tunnels beneath New York City (1993);
Wagner outlines a homeless community in a New England city
(1993); and Wright follows the politicization of a group of
homeless squatters in Chicago (1994).
Studies from the first two categories discuss homeless
shelters in general, but pay little attention to what
actually occurs at them.

The third category documents the

experiences and attitudes of many homeless persons who have
stayed in shelters, but only as part of a larger description
of homeless life.

What has not been done is to focus on the

particular everyday processes of how a shelter operates.
This involves a closer look at the often contradictory
relationships that develop between shelter providers and the
homeless.
My thesis has been most influenced by the third
category which tells of the stories and struggles of the
homeless.

These authors provide examples of past ethno-

graphies, give ideas for useful typologies, and emphasize
the political potential in discussing homelessness.

This

third area fits best with my own data and experiences on
both a theoretical and ideological basis.

Consequently, I

draw the most from this literature to look at the subjective
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nature of life at one particular homeless shelter.

However,

unlike many authors, I look at both the homeless and the
non-homeless at the shelter.
The following works are a selective review of those
which have been most helpful in shaping my own research.
These pieces were selected because they directly discuss
homeless shelters.

Also, I have used some of the authors'

concepts and methods to build my own argument.
influences are divided into three areas:

These

(1) ethnographies,

(2) typologies, and (3) labeling and resistance.

Ethnographies
In doing an ethnography of a homeless shelter it has
been necessary for me to pay close attention to past works
which shared this approach.

Wagner demonstrates the

importance of understanding the subjective nature of
homelessness (1993).
persons are portrayed.

Wagner is concerned with how homeless
Conservatives and liberals alike

have divided the poor and homeless into deserving and
undeserving poor.

The deserving poor are those which

conform to middle class ideologies of work and family and
are seen as the victims of structural changes in the economy
or bad luck.

The undeserving poor are those who do not

conform to middle class standards of family or work and are
considered to be poor or homeless because of their own
behavior (often including drug and/or alcohol abuse), low
character (refusal to find work) and poor judgment (engaging
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in criminal activity).

He argues that many past researchers

have missed the subjective nature of homelessness because
they have judged rather than interpreted the behaviors and
situations of the homeless.

He believes that in terms of

the mismatch between many homeless people and institutions,
the problem is not with the homeless being unable to
conform, but rather that "the crisis of homelessness
represents the continued failure of the work and family
ethics and of traditional state services to hold much
legitimacy"(Wagner, 1993: 10).

Wagner's theoretical

perspective is to give agency to the homeless in a consciousness manner that he believes that other researchers
have not.
Likewise, Liebow acknowledges the position of the
homeless as an important and valid one in his study of
homeless women (1993).

He spent time over many years

getting to know a group of homeless women while volunteering
on a regular basis at several homeless shelters.

He

explains how "shelters begin to make physical life possible
[but] are not enough to stave off the devastation and
despair of homelessness"(Liebow, 1993: 15).

Nonetheless,

the women he studied did form significant relationships with
each other and with the shelter staffs.

Although, as Liebow

points out, "Whatever the content of the relationship
its structure is essentially vertical, strongly conditioned
by the difference in social class, power, and status"(1993:
116) .
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According to Liebow, one source of division between the
staff and the homeless women was fear.

The staff were

afraid of physical violence on the part of the women, while
the women were afraid the staff would evict them from the
shelter (Liebow, 1993: 116).

The fears of each group was

misunderstood or not known by the other.

From the per-

spective of the homeless women, the staff's fear of the
women was not because of potential violence, but because the
staff saw they were not that different from the homeless
women.

Liebow quotes one homeless women: "[T]hey [the

staff] felt most threatened by the fact that we are like
them"(1993: 129).

Liebow, as a volunteer staff person, but

also as someone heavily involved in the lives of the
homeless women, explained how both groups were legitimate in
their interpretation of the situation.

The staff and the

women were afraid of one another, and the staff did experience some anxiety in seeing that the women were not much
different from them.

His point was not to decipher who was

"right" and who was "wrong," but to interpret the situation
from the vantage point of each.
Furthermore, Liebow explains how the difference in
power is not consciously recognized by the staff who are
more concerned with enforcing the rules which insure a safe
and secure night for all the homeless at the shelter
(Liebow, 1993: 120).

Sometimes the staff's attention to

rules puts the needs of the organization (the shelter) ahead
of the needs of those they are there to serve (Liebow, 1993:
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143).

As Liebow illustrates, the relationship between the

homeless women and the service providers is "complex and
often contradictory"(1993: 147).
The shelter that the women liked the best was one that
"didn't pry and didn't attach conditions to their help"
(Liebow, 1993: 136).

Non-professional shelters, usually

private and often with a religious orientation, can give
some privacy and security because they are not program
driven; plus, they have little or no accountability to the
state or county (Liebow, 1993: 135).

Typologies
A typology is a classification scheme constructed by
researchers to aid in identifying themes and developing
concepts and theory (Taylor and Bogdan, 1984: 132).
Typologies emerge from either the actual categories used by
the persons or group studied or from the researchers' own
categories.

Both kinds of typologies are often created on

the basis of similarity.

However, defining what is similar

and what constitutes a typology is a political question that
depends on who is doing the defining and for what purpose.
For example, researchers studying the homeless mentally ill
will use one sort of classification, while others concentrating on the connection of the homeless to the nonhomeless may require a different division, both of which may
be very different from the typology used by people living on
the street.

The same population can be used to construct
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multiple typologies, each being legitimate, but emphasizing
different traits depending on the definers' position and/or
research agenda.
In the homeless literature concerning shelters,
typologies are used to make:

(1) historical distinctions in

shelter clientele -- provides examples of the different
types of homeless expected to be at a shelter;

(2)

general

divisions of the homeless -- demonstrates that the homeless
are not a homogenous group; and (3) general divisions of
service providers
differing types.

shows how shelter staff can be of
I have chosen to highlight these par-

ticular typologies because they fit with my own research
agenda that focuses on the homeless as well as the staff at
a shelter.

Historical Distinctions
Hopper takes a comprehensive approach in arguing that
shelters have historically served two different populations
of homeless men (1990).

Shelters are the last resort for

the "penniless without friends or family,
disabled,

for the physically

for those so crippled by alcoholism or mental

illness as to make any but the most menial and intermittent
work impossible"

(Hopper, 1990: 14).

The other group using

shelters are working men temporarily displaced by an
economic downturn who have "sorely strapped families
burdened with the support of nonworking members"
1990: 15).

(Hopper,
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These two groups have different needs that complicate
any debate over how and why people go to shelters.

Hopper

explains that this "double burden" has made shelter programs
inconsistent, difficult to access, and full of contradictory
rules (1990: 13).

What one cohort of homeless need from the

shelter is not what the other cohort needs.

For example,

the tactics used by shelters to care for (some argue to
monitor and control; Stark, 1994; Wagner, 1993; Wright,
1994) the mentally and physically disabled are not necessary
for the temporarily displaced.

However, the flexibility of

shelter procedures (like most institutions) is limited.

The

temporarily displaced men, in adjusting to the formula of
shelter life, become more likely to be permanently displaced.
The crux of Hopper's argument is that shelters, by
having to serve two distinct groups, end up "wounding the
competence that had been seen as its charge to protect: the
capacity and willingness of sheltered men to return to work,
once work became available"

(1990: 27).

This division into

two categories suggests a typology of the people using
shelters, which I build on in my analysis of the data.
Similarly, Stark maintains that emergency shelters have
become "total institutions" (1994).

Stark borrows the

concept of "total institution" from Goffman's work on
asylums.

A "total institution" is one that isolates its

members from wider society and regulates all facets of their
life (Goffman, 1961).

Stark claims that shelters, contrary
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to their intended purpose, are barriers "for shelter
residents who must attempt to accommodate their roles as
shelter residents to the other roles that they must fulfill
in order to successfully re-enter the socioeconomic mainstream" ( 1994: 553).

She argues that rules and regulations

at shelters are used to control the homeless and protect the
institution in spite of the needs of the homeless.

More-

over, she explains how "[t]otal institutions are most
commonly associated with persons who are seen as a threat to
the community--from whom the community must be protected"
(Stark, 1994: 560).

Therefore, she believes that shelter

procedures are created for the convenience of those who run
them and deny the freedom that a shelter resident needs in
order to find employment and housing away from the shelter.
Stark believes that unless shelters change significantly,
they will continue to block, rather than aid, people in
their attempt to move out of homelessness.

General Divisions of Homeless
Snow and Anderson explain how homeless people are not a
homogenous group (1993).

To support this claim, Snow and

Anderson develop what they describe as a "grounded typology
of homeless street people"

(1993: 36).

A grounded typology

is one that is written in social scientific language, but
emerges from the categories constructed by participants in
the field, not from social theory.

To say that concepts are

grounded is to say that the theory has been made to fit the
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data and not the opposite.

This is consistent with the

notion of grounded theory summarized in Taylor and Bogdan in
which "researchers do not seek to prove their theories, but
merely to demonstrate plausible support for them"(l984:
126)

The categories of the typology Snow and Anderson
developed from their field experiences are:
dislocated,

(1) the recently

(2) straddlers, and (3) outsiders.

The recently

dislocated are just that, new to the streets and mainly
concerned with getting off as soon as possible.

The

recently dislocated define themselves as separate from other
homeless.

Straddlers are people who have been on the street

long enough to adapt to it and to begin to doubt if they can
get off.

They state: "No longer does he or she so strongly

distinguish self from others on the streets.

Although the

homeless person at this point does not positively identify
with others on the streets, there is a recognition of a
shared plight" (Snow and Anderson, 1993: 52).

Straddlers,

Snow explains, are at a transition point where they either
find a way off the street or become further oriented to it
as a lifestyle.

Some straddlers prolong this transitional

period by becoming "adapted" straddlers.

Adapted straddlers

prolong their straddler status by finding "off-street
niches" in either jobs or housing, but which are still part
of the everyday happenings of street life (Snow and
Anderson, 1993: 55).

In other words, adapted straddlers are

not technically living on the street, but are not dis-
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associated from it.

An example of adapted straddlers in an

"off-street niche" are the homeless individuals who help
operate shelters or soup kitchens in exchange for a place to
stay.
The final general category of Snow and Anderson's
typology are the outsiders.

Outsiders have been on the

street long enough that their "daily routine [is] riveted on
surviving on the streets rather than making it off" (Snow
and Anderson, 1993: 57).

Snow and Anderson further divide

outsiders into tramps and bums.

The main distinction is

that tramps are migratory and bums are not.

These two sub-

categories have even further divisions, but are not necessary to elaborate on here.

General Divisions of Service Providers
While Snow and Anderson describe a homeless typology,
Robertson discusses dividing shelter workers into a basic
typology of professional and non-professional service
providers (1991).

Professional providers have specialized

skills in areas such as health care and run programs for the
homeless that meet the criteria for their help.

Non-

professional providers work for private charitable organizations, frequently with a religious dimension, and are
involved with the homeless population in general.

Robertson

states that both types of providers are "the intermediaries
through which flow the resources of relief to the homeless,
and the people who outline how we should respond to this
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social phenomenon" (1991: 142).

Providers become "experts"

on homelessness and help frame how the problem is approached.
Professional providers have much more clout than nonprofessionals in defining who is homeless and what their
needs are.

They are consulted more often for policy

recommendations since they collect large amounts of data to
justify their existence.

In comparison, non-professional

providers "generally reject the need for strict record
keeping as cumbersome, time-consuming, and not in accord
with the goals of their work"

(Robertson, 1991: 148).

Professional providers end up defining the homeless as
aggregates of social characteristics, such as the mentally
ill, which, not surprisingly, fit with the services they
provide (Robertson, 1991: 150).

This "professional"

explanation misses the multiple interrelated causes that are
at work in the lives of many homeless persons.
Non-professional providers are closer to understanding
the position of the homeless because they interact with the
homeless in multiple situations.

Yet, at the same time,

their knowledge is considered less credible than that of
professional providers.

Robertson's work suggests that the

relationship between the homeless and their providers
depends on the providers more than on the homeless.

There-

fore, to sufficiently understand the situation of the
homeless in a shelter situation requires examining their
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relationship to providers in multiple situations; in other
words, with non-professional providers.

Labeling and Resistance
The third area of homeless literature can be classified
as labeling and resistance.

By this, I mean the ways in

which homeless people are defined by others, and actively
resist these labels.

Homeless people are not passive

victims, but are struggling (like all persons) to be selfdefining.

Rosenthal argues that the non-homeless often

define the situation for the homeless (1989).

He states,

"Labeling by those with the greatest communicative power in
the mainstream society frames the relationship between
homeless people as well as between homeless people and the
housed population"

(Rosenthal, 1989: 1).

This implies that

the homeless are often engaged in relationships in which
they lack equal power.

This is certainly true at shelters,

but as Rosenthal also points out, the homeless resist within
these relationships and "act creatively to secure necessary
resources"

(1989: 1).

Besides resisting within boundaries,

Rosenthal argues, the homeless can sometimes challenge
(individually and/or collectively) boundaries established by
mainstream society.
Wright reports that the means by which some homeless
resist is to purposely avoid using shelters (1994).

He

states: "Issues of respect, being treated with dignity and
having the freedom to make one's own decisions separate
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those who used shelters extensively from those who live on
the streets, according to the squatters"

(Wright, 1994: 13).

While this definition is true of some of the homeless in
shelters, it is not true of all.

For some homeless people

shelters are more of an option than for others.
Jencks points out how the shelter option can actually
lead to increased homelessness in some cases (1994).

For

instance, people doubled up on the couches of friends and
family will sometimes enter the shelter system if it means a
shorter wait for subsidized housing.

When these people were

doubled up they were not counted as homeless, but when in
the shelter system they are even though their financial
situation is unchanged.

It should be evident that the

"choices" the homeless and near homeless have are very
limited.

Therefore, if shelters are improved it is not

surprising that some people will choose homelessness over
abusive or destructive situations at home or in someone
else's home (Jencks, 1994: 106).
Homeless people are not passive victims.

They are

often lumped into a nameless, faceless group that oversimplifies their daily struggles for survival and dignity.
This is no less true at homeless shelters than on the
street.

This literature makes evident how homeless people

are active participants in their own lives.

The attention

to everyday process looked at by these authors informed my
understanding of events at the shelter I studied.
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Summary
Shelters are not an experience foreign to the lives of
many homeless people.

Numerous homeless people use shel-

ters, at least periodically, and are aware of them as a
possible "option."

The boundary between the homeless who

use shelters and those who do not is fluid.

By following

the events at a shelter, it is possible to see some of the
strategies that homeless people use to resist and survive
besides the avoidance of shelters.

To portray the ex-

perience of all the homeless at shelters in the same way is
false.

This lack of analysis of the negotiated rela-

tionships within a shelter context is a gap in the literature which my thesis fills.

Unlike past researchers, I

address the processes occurring at a homeless shelter which
create meanings for both the homeless and the non-homeless.
This deeper understanding of a shelter is useful for
furthering the debates surrounding homelessness which too
often ignores the subjective.
For instance, while I believe that Stark (1994) is
basically correct in her analysis of how shelters control
the lives of homeless, I do not believe this control to be
as total as she describes.

Rather, I argue that homeless

persons and service providers in the context of a shelter
negotiate relationships to fit various situations.

Shelter

rules serve as a formal structure of sorts, but do not
account for all interactions between shelter staff and the
homeless.

Some shelters have found it, to use her words,
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"possible to provide for such simple necessities in an
informal and uncomplicated way"(Stark, 1994: 553).

The

trend towards "shelterization" she addresses is important,
but not total.

I believe it is necessary to address the

ways in which the homeless in shelters do have agency and do
resist.

CHAPTER 3
PARTICIPANT-OBSERVATION AS A RESEARCH STRATEGY
Survey research is often inadequate to address certain
research questions.
issue.

Documenting homelessness is one such

The fluidity of the population is such that it is

impossible to ever generate a valid sample using strictly a
survey method.

Rosenthal claims that a research agenda

involving "hanging out" with the homeless is the most
effective method for gaining a valid representation of
homelessness (1991 and 1994).

"Hanging out" involves

participant observation with homeless individuals over a
long period of time.

Rosenthal points out that this does

not mean trying to "pass" as homeless.

While "hanging out"

one attempts to become what Erving Goffman calls one of the
"wise"(l963). The "wise" are non-stigmatized persons who
attain almost in-group status with the stigmatized by means
of their experience with this group (Rosenthal, 1991: 110).
In other words, the end result of "hanging out" is that one
has access to insider meanings and interpretations not
normally available to those not part of a group.
The "hanging out" type of research requires the
building and maintaining of relationships over a long period
of time.

A reduced version of this method is what I
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followed in doing my own research.

I became a participant

observer at a homeless shelter on the West side of Chicago.
I approached it from a perspective of being interested in
the ways in which the shelter may control and confine the
homeless even as it may also help them.

I was also inter-

ested in the ways that the homeless use the shelter to fit
their own needs, which may be quite different from those
accessed by the service providers.
I spent ten weeks in "official" researcher capacity.
However, I had significant prior experience at this shelter
because I was a full time worker there for fifteen months.
This meant I had already developed many relationships with
the homeless and the service providers at this shelter.
These relationships were helpful in allowing me to quickly
and easily enter the field, and made a "hanging out"
strategy feasible.
new role.

Nevertheless, I did have to establish a

I was no longer in my former role as a full time

staff person; instead, I presented myself as a part time
helper and as a student doing research.

I emphasized my

student status because it sounded less threatening than that
of researcher.
To establish my new role as a student, it was necessary
to redefine my relationship with the homeless and staff at
the shelter.

I made myself available as an interested

listener to the homeless and the staff alike.

As Rosenthal

states: "In my experience, informants (on any subject) are
most forthcoming and truthful when they feel themselves to
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be in the position of teacher, with the researcher in the
position of student.

At a minimum, the informant must feel

that he or she is on equal footing with the researcher"
(1994: 177).

I found this to be true of my relationship

with the homeless at the shelter as long as informal
conversations were involved.

My interested student status

and our personal contact over a period of time gave them the
security to tell me many things.

However, I could not

totally erase my previous role as a staff member, nor
realistically should attempt to do this.

Consequently, I

thought a taped interview would be too obtrusive and
"academic."

Moreover, a taped interview would not fit into

the nightly rhythm of the shelter.

For this reason, I only

did a taped interview with the staff and relied upon field
notes for my discussion of the homeless.
Similarly, Liebow explains that participatory research
is strengthened when researchers avoid bringing in outside
questions which frame the situation in an "unnatural" way
(1993: 321).

He believes that situation-specific questions

are best because they arise "spontaneously and directly out
of the social situation"(Liebow, 1993: 321).

The answers to

these sort of questions are more representative of persons'
actual feelings and beliefs than are those to formally
prepared interview questions.

The real strength of this

approach is that the questions are formulated in reaction to
the situation, and not to a theoretical construct.

In other

words, an outside order is not imposed on the situation by
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the researcher.

Instead, emphasis is placed on the sub-

jects' interpretations of the situation.
"Hanging out" at a homeless shelter allowed me to
understand the situation of the homeless and staff there.

I

was comfortable enough with the site and the people that I
was able to ask situation specific questions, such as
advocated by Liebow.

This approach (coupled with my past

experience at the shelter) not only made me unobtrusive, but
also provided data based on the situation of the shelter
rather than from a pre-existing theoretical framework.

I

realize that not having a strong theoretical framework is
itself a sort of framework.

However,

I am explicit about

why I let the theory emerge from the data (it places
emphasis on subjective processes and relationships) and,
consequently, why a participant-observation strategy is
necessary for the questions I address.

CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH SITE
The shelter I studied is located in an old mop and
bucket factory on Chicago's West side.

"Westside Shelter"

is run by six full-time staff persons (one woman and five
men) and by many other part-time volunteers. 1
staff persons live at the shelter.
members are white.

The full-time

All of these staff

They are split in age.

Three members

are in their early twenties, and three are in their early
fifties.

In contrast, the median age of the homeless at the

shelter is approximately thirty-five years.

The racial

composition of the homeless is (roughly) eighty-five percent
African-American, ten percent Hispanic, and five percent
Caucasian, many of whom are ethnically Polish. 2

The white

and Hispanic men usually come from outside of the neighborhood, while many of the African-Americans are from the
surrounding area.

This is not surprising in light of the

lI have changed the name of the shelter to preserve
confidentiality for the homeless and staff.
Likewise,
pseudonyms are used whenever a person is mentioned by name.
2These numbers are estimates since the exact composition of
the shelter changes daily and is very difficult to track.
Futhermore, I am not interested in the exact demographics of
the homeless at the shelter, but in providing a general
understanding of this population as background information.
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high degree of racial segregation that characterizes
neighborhoods in the City of Chicago.

Neighborhood Context
Many of the people who stay at the shelter are lifelong
residents of the surrounding area.

According to the 1990

Census, the tract where the shelter is located is 85 percent
African American, has a median household income of $7,275,
unemployment of 24.5 percent, with 63.5 percent of the
people living below the poverty level.

The two census

tracts to the west of the shelter are primarily residential
and also generate many of the homeless that end up at the
shelter.

If these tracts are included the area is 96.7

percent African-American, has a median household income of
$9,701, unemployment of 26.4 percent, with 50 percent of the
people living below the poverty level.

The shelter is

geographically isolated from the census tracts to the north
and south, and the tract to the east is unrepresentative of
the area because of gentrification which has pushed its
poorer residents further west.

In comparison, Chicago as a

whole is 38.6 percent African-American, has a median
household income of $26,301, unemployment of 11.3 percent,
with 21.6 percent of the population living below the poverty
level.

Consequently, the area surrounding Westside Shelter

can be described as economically oppressed.

Many of the

poorest neighborhoods in Chicago, such as this one, are
disproportionately comprised of people of color.
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Shelter Description
Westside Shelter is an emergency overnight homeless
shelter.

It is the last alternative before a night on the

street for most who come.

Westside Shelter is open every

night of the year and has no restriction on the number of
nights someone can stay.

It houses only single adults, no

families or children, which probably reduces the number of
women who can stay at the shelter.

In other words, more

women would stay at Westside Shelter if it did not restrict
children.

Furthermore, Westside Shelter has more room for

homeless men because the staff believes there is a greater
need for shelter by single men than any other group. 3
Consequently, it has beds for 35 women and 215 men, arranged
in three dormitories, two of which are for men.

These dorms

are set up as single sex environments because of their lack
of privacy and easy access to the washrooms.
Westside Shelter opens its doors each evening at 8:00
P.M. for women and 8:30 P.M. for men.

This difference in

opening time is so the women can be situated inside their
dorm before any of the men come inside.

This gives both men

and women more privacy since the women must walk through the

3 Rossi

argues that eighty percent of the homeless in Chicago
are male, although the number of homeless women has
increased tremendously in the last twenty years (1989: 118)
Moreover, he explains that while men may be more likely to
be afflicted with homelessness, women disproportionately
represent the extremely poor (Rossi, 1989: 119).
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men's dorm to get to their own.

Plus, letting the women in

separate from the men is thought by the staff to be safer
for the women since there is less chance of harassment
(verbal and physical) of the women by the men.

In addition,

this allows the staff to control any interactions between
the men and women once they are inside the shelter.
In many respects Westside shelter is two different
shelters in the same building.

The women and men are

separated at all times, even coming in different doors so
the each group can wait relatively undisturbed by the other.
The staff perceives the separation of men and women as vital
for keeping the shelter under control and protecting the
women.

This may be true to varying degrees depending on the

situation, but the women negotiate their way to the shelter
each day without the staff's protection.

Also, many of the

women are far from helpless in dealing with men, and
sometimes are the aggressors from whom the men need protection.

The result of the staff's strict separation of the

women and men is twofold.

It provides the staff with a

means for controlling interactions at the shelter, and it
gives the men and women some space away from one another
that is not found outside of the shelter.

Both functions

are justified by the staff as protecting the women.

This

policy of sex segregation also applies to the women and men
on full-time staff in dealing with the guests.

The woman

staff member and other women who come to help out interact
only with the women guests.

The male staff members interact
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only with the male guests except to let the women in from
outside and to escort them through the men's dorms when they
come late.
Inside the shelter, the women's dorm has one corner
arranged as a living room with a couch, coffee table, and
chairs.

This along with tables for dining and quilts hung

on the wall to absorb noise and cover up bad spots, make the
women's dorm homier than that of the men.

These decorations

have been mostly done by the female staff-person, Anne, in
an attempt to make the women's dorm seem less like a dorm
and more like a home.

The men's dorms are more bare,

although they have pictures on the wall, but no living room
furniture or quilts.
There is an underlying assumption by staff that the
homeless (both men and women) are disaffiliated from most
everything and everyone outside of the shelter.

This

assumption is manifested in trying to depict the shelter as
a home (as much as is possible) and as belonging to everyone, guests as well as staff.

The truth behind the assump-

tion of disaffiliation most likely varies for each homeless
person at the shelter, but, nonetheless, is reproduced by
the staff's belief of the primary importance the shelter
plays for its homeless guests.

This assumption reduces the

homeless at the shelter to that of primarily shelter guests,
rather than as multifaceted affiliated human beings in need
of a place to stay.

This phenomena is what was referred to
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by Stark when she described shelters as "total institutions" ( 1994).
Women and men eat separately at the shelter.

Dining

hours for the men are 8:30 P.M. to 9:15 P.M. and 5:30 A.M.
to 6:30 A.M.

These hours were chosen because they are at

the beginning of the evening before everyone is expected to
be in bed, and at the end of the morning before the shelter
closes.

The men eat in the kitchen standing at four chest

high tables in the center of the room or at counters lining
all the walls.

The women are brought food in their dorm at

8:00 P.M. and at 5:00 A.M. where they eat sitting around
several tables.

Smoking is only allowed in the kitchen for

the men and for the women only at the tables during eating
times.
The shelter food for both men and women consists of
soup and bologna sandwiches at night and coffee and sweet
rolls in the morning.

Any of the men coming in later than

9:15 P.M. can eat and smoke in the hallway before entering
the dorm, providing there is any food left.

Women who come

late are escorted through the men's dorms by a male staff
member.

Once in their dorm they can eat any of the food

left from what was taken over earlier.

Food (usually just

bread and soup) is also given out to people in the neighborhood who come to the door and request it on a nightly basis.
It is not uncommon for some soup to be left over; sandwiches
or sweet rolls are rarely available because the number of
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homeless often exceeds the amount of donated and purchased
food.
The lights for both the men and women are turned off
between 9:15 P.M. and 9:30 P.M. and come on at 5:30 A.M. for
the men and 5:00 A.M. for the women.

The women's lights

come on earlier because unlike the men they are not allowed
to shower and wash clothes in their sinks all through the
night.

According to the staff, the greater number of men

makes this a necessity if all are to have an opportunity to
wash.
Westside Shelter is closed at 6:30 A.M. for both men
and women.

All the guests are asked to be out of the

building at this time.

If they are not they may be told to

not come back for awhile by a staff person who will document
it and make sure they are not let in for a period of time.
Also, everyone is asked to make their beds and to take all
their belonging with them.

The shelter does not have room

to store everyone's belongings and periodically the staff
throws out stuff left under mattresses and on the floor
under beds.
Six-thirty in the morning is not a completely arbitrary
time for closing the shelter.
opens its doors at 7:00 A.M.

A nearby drop-in day shelter
Also, the limited number of

staff at the shelter are not able to operate the shelter on
a twenty-four hour basis.

The shelter is open for ten hours

at night, while during the day the staff picks up food and
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other donations, sleeps, relaxes, and prepares for the next
night.
The best way to further describe the site of the
shelter is by means of a map.

This aids in the visual-

ization of the various areas of the shelter.
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Fig. 1. Map of Westside Shelter
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The shelter is entered by one of two doors.

The one

door leads into a hallway which gives access to the garage
(see room 8 above), the kitchen (room 7), and the larger of
the two men's dorms, the North Dorm (room 4).

This is the

route by which the homeless men enter and exit the shelter.
The other door leads into a different hallway from which the
full-time volunteer's living quarters can be reached (room
3).

This area is called the community room by the staff and
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"the office" by some of the guests who do not realize that
the staff actually lives there.
the North Dorm.

This hallway also leads to

This latter door is where the homeless

women enter because it is the closer of the two doors to the
women's dorm (room 1).
The shelter also has another men's dorm, the South Dorm
(room 6), which is smaller than the North Dorm and is
accessed from the North Dorm.

This is where the homeless

men sleep who are regular guests 4 and who are well known and
trusted by the shelter staff.

It is the more desirable dorm

to sleep in because it is smaller, darker, and quieter.

In

contrast, the North Dorm is for non-regular men on a firstcome-first-serve basis.

In addition to these areas there is

a small storage room that also doubles as a makeshift
doctor's office when doctors and/or nurses make free shelter
calls, and is also used as a barber shop when free haircuts
are offered (room 2).
In addition to the dorms, there is a small private
sleeping area for those guests on crew staff (room 5).

4 The

Crew

term "guest" is used by the Westside Shelter staff
instead of the more common term "client" used by many social
service workers and agencies.
This is an intentional word
choice on the part of the workers that expresses their
underlying philosophy of acceptance for the homeless.
The
term "client" is thought to be too clinical and
unrepresentative of the non-judgmental environment strived
for at the shelter.
Furthermore, this semantic choice is
not done by the staff to distance themselves from the
realities of homeless.
Rather, it is done with a great
awareness of the hardships of homelessness and as part of an
attempt to create a temporary haven from these hardships.
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staff are men that have been hand-picked by the full-time
staff from the ranks of the homeless that frequent the
shelter.

The staff picks men they know and trust enough to

allow unsupervised access to the shelter at all times.
The crew staff members are only men because one of
their primary responsibilities is to assist in opening the
men's portion of the shelter each evening.

Women are not

part of the crew because the full-time staff believe that
many of the homeless men would be uncomfortable undressing
and preparing for bed if women were present or vice versa.
Also, as explained earlier, women's presence in the men's
dorms would also make them potential targets for harassment
(or the men targets of women crew harassment).

Moreover,

even though some of the crew staff have a separate area for
sleeping from the rest of the guests, it is still communal.
In my opinion, there is not the space for women crew staff,
nor really the need in terms of assisting in the women's
dorm. 5
The crew staff men are given a place to sleep, the
right to come and go as they please during the day or night
(for the rest of the guests the shelter is only for sleeping), full use of the kitchen with all its food supplies,
and $10 a week payment.

In exchange for this they are

5No women on crew staff is a norm of the shelter
unquestioned by staff and guests.
It reflects the shelter's
policy of sex segregation to avoid problems and the
shelter's primary focus on men.
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expected to help with the daily operation of the shelter and
with the cooking and cleaning for all the guests.

The idea

is that the shelter can be used as a home-base from which
these men can "begin to get their lives together."
the viewpoint of the staff.

This is

Whether this viewpoint is

shared by the crew staff men themselves is questionable.

I

do not think the crew feel that they are exploited since the
work they do in exchange for room and board is minimal and
flexible enough to allow for paid work outside of the
shelter.

However, I believe the crew realize they are still

living in a shelter, still homeless, and see the crew
position as one of survival rather than as a stable position
from which to "escape homelessness."

Informant Source
My key informants into the staff side of the shelter
were three full-time volunteers.

Two informants, "Anne" and

her husband "Barry," have been at the shelter for over five
years.

They are instrumental parts of everything that

happens at the shelter.

My other staff informant, "Dutch,"

has been at the shelter for about nine months.

All are well

informed on what happens at the shelter and with its mission
statement.
Focusing on several different staff members provided me
with different perspectives.

For instance, Anne and Barry

appear to be more heavily invested in the shelter than is
Dutch.

They have been at the shelter for over five years
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and are open-ended about how long they will stay.
comparison, Dutch plans on staying for one year.
difference is age.

In
Another

Dutch is in his early twenties, while

Barry and Anne are in their early fifties.

Furthermore,

Anne and Barry are native Chicagoans and Dutch is European.
Another key informant was "Bob."

Bob provided insight

into what it was like to be a homeless guest at the shelter.
We had several conversations which helped me to understand
how the shelter was only a part of his life.

Bob had been

coming to the shelter off and on for over three years.

Bob

did not have a South Dorm bed, nor was he on crew staff.
Consequently, he wasn't worried about retaining a somewhat
favored position at the shelter which might influence
anything he told me about himself or his reasons for being
at the shelter. 6

In other words, Bob had no reason to feel

that he had anything to lose by talking with me. 7

For this

reason he was a good informant into the homeless side of the
shelter.
I also consider myself to be a sort of an informant on
the processes that occur at the shelter.

I have spent a

significant amount of time there over the last three years.

6If Bob were on crew it would not "distort" what he told me,
but it would be a different perspective from the guests
(such as Bob) who must come and go and are not around all
the time like the crew are.
7 The

crew would have no reason not to talk to me; they would
not lose their crew position by doing so, but might feel
like they could.
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For fifteen months I was a full-time staff member who lived
at the shelter.

Now I am part of what I call the extended

community of the shelter.

I believe I have a good grasp of

what happens at the shelter on a daily (and nightly) basis.
Also, I am familiar with the area and the people.

CHAPTER 5
DATA ANALYSIS
The data I gathered in my field research at Westside
Shelter consisted of eight sets of field notes that included
descriptions of the site, details of conversations with key
informants, observations, and reflections on situations.

I

also did a one hour informal interview with Dutch which was
transcribed. 8

Moreover, I wrote several memos on background

information and emerging themes while doing the field
experience.

All of these were entered into the data

management program Ethnograph which numbered every line of
text.

I then read each line and assigned it a particular

code.

Examples of what was coded include: perceived reasons

for people becoming homeless according to both the guests
and staff; the purpose of the shelter according to each
group; definitions and descriptions of situations according
to staff and guests; various strategies used by the guests
and staff to cope with the shelter; daily activities;
descriptions of people and places; obvious examples of

8 Because of my "hanging out" strategy that included asking

situation specific questions, I only did one taped
interview.
I had many long converstations with staff and
guests which were reconstructed as much as possible in my
field notes.
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conflict and/or cooperation; race and gender issues; and
events that seemed out of the norm.

These codes were used

to search the data on specific themes consisting of multiple
code words.

I was especially interested in everyday process

and relationships as perceived by the guests and staff.
Another strategy was to develop and identify key words
and concepts through re-reading my field notes and writing
out ideas.

This process allowed me to construct typologies

that recognized the distinctions used by those I studied.
In systematically analyzing the everyday life at the
shelter, I was able to describe processes and interactions
that were taken for granted.

I searched for ways to explain

the process of meaning construction and interpretation from
the perspective of the guests and the staff.

I wanted to

compare my experience of the shelter and beliefs concerning
how the shelter is used by the homeless and staff to the
perceptions I got from others there.
former staff worker turned student.

My bias was that of a
I did not judge the

staff or the guests, but tried to identify patterns in their
everyday life and listened to how they explained them.

By

paying attention to subjective meanings and particular
actions I gained insight into what makes the shelter unique
(good and bad).

This knowledge can be used to understand

the role that shelters play in the lives of the homeless and
those that provide for them.
Three main themes emerged from the analysis of the
data.

These are:

(1) the daily process, or what I call the
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rhythm of the shelter;

(2)

the negotiation of relationships

between the staff and the guests which involved examining
the power of the staff over the guests and the strategies
the guests used to resist; and (3)

the organization of the

staff as a community as an integral part of the operation of
the shelter.
chapters.

Each of these themes are examined in separate

CHAPTER 6
RHYTHM
The rhythm of the shelter is based on the "intentional
repetition" of events on a daily basis.
because every day is almost the same.

It is a rhythm
Consequently, what

takes on meaning is not the date or even the time, but where
one is at in the process of opening or closing the shelter.
The opening and closing process is flexible and can be sped
up or slowed down by the staff if there is need (such as
speeding up in bad weather or slowing down to stop a fight).
The rhythm is consciously maintained by the staff in order
to minimize the unknown and promote a "safe secure night"
for all involved.
routine.

This works when everyone knows the

When new people come to the shelter (guests or

staff) a large part of what they must be clued into is the
rhythm of the shelter.

Any events that cause the rhythm to

be broken (violence or the threat of it, seizures, floods,
construction, TB testing) must be dealt with by the staff
and guests before the rhythm can resume and a "safe secure
night" can be assured.
The usual order of events in opening the shelter begins
with the male staff going outside to sign up people who wish
to come inside.

Only the male staff goes outside because
42
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most of the interactions are with homeless men who would
probably not take a female staff member seriously.
I went outside the shelter at 7:15 P.M. with Dutch,
Ralph, and Barry to "take the names." Ralph had the
clipboard and actually signed the men up while Barry
and Dutch watched the line and explained the rules to
the new men.9
The "taking the names" lasts until 8:20 P.M. 1

°

For the men

to insure that they will get in for the night it is best if
they get as low as possible on the list of names.

This

requires getting in line at least by seven o'clock before
the names are taken even though the shelter does not open
until eight-thirty.
Usually most of the men take off for awhile after their
name is taken.
They go across the street and down a
ways to hang out, or over to a vacant lot across the
street where there is often a fire. 11
When the shelter opens, the regular guests, those with
assigned beds, go in first and then the men on the firstcome-first-serve list are called and let in.

Upon entering,

the guests have the option of going to the kitchen for some

9Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 13 March 1994.
10Also during this time the women are let in the shelter.

Because there are so few women guests, their names are taken
and they are let in all at once (usually at eight o'clock).
My focus in explaining the rhythm is on the male guests of
the shelter.
11 Field

1994.

Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 13 February
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soup, a sandwich, and to smoke, or into the dorm to wash up
and go to bed.
Obviously, for the guests this whole opening process
involves much waiting around; wait in line to sign up, wait
in line to come in, wait for a sandwich, for a bed, for a
towel, for a shower, and so on.

A "boring night" is

considered to be a "good one" by the staff and many of the
guests alike.

The rhythm is the dull tone of everyday life;

eating, talking, smoking, preparing for bed.

However,

sometimes the rhythm is broken by violence, or at least the
threat of it.

Dutch, one of the staff, explained:

The thing about the shelter is that you get in conflicts all the time. Every minute.
That's probably
what is nice when you work with people, it is never the
same. Every night you go out and there is this feeling
anything can happen tonight. Usually its just boring,
but that's a good night, right? It's just boring. But
anything can happen and that's what I like.12
Lining up before the staff comes out to "take the
names" can be a source of conflict for the male guests.

A

good spot in line can mean the difference between getting a
bed instead of a cot, or not getting in the shelter at all
for lack of space. 13

The standard rule of the shelter is

12Recorded Interview, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 26
February 1994.
l3sometimes there is also not enough space for all the women
in line. However, the women are not let in on a strictly
first-come-first-serve basis as are the majority of the men.
Women who were at the shelter the previous night are given
priority over women who have not been around as recently.
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that places cannot be saved.

If a guest is not bodily

present in line when the staff comes out to take names, then
he or she must go to the end of the line.

According to the

staff, this is not to encourage people to stand in line all
day, but just the opposite; to arrive and get in line right
before the staff comes outside or anytime after.

The

dilemma for the guests is that some nights waiting to line
up may mean one is too late to get in.
A few of the men attempt to secure a spot in line
during the day by placing a rock or milk crate along the
outside wall of the shelter and then only arrive and
actually stand in line right before the staff comes outside;
usually between 7:15 and 7:30 P.M.

Several men will

actually stand in their position for half the day, but most
will not.

The strategy of saving spots before lining up

means that the most powerful men, in terms of physical size
or high status in the neighborhood, often "mysteriously" end
up in the front of the line.

In other words, some men do

not even attempt to save a spot or actually stand in line,
but cut in front of the other men claiming they saved a
spot.

According to many guests, about half of the top

twenty men in line at 7:15 P.M. have used a strategy
somewhat like this.

The problem for the staff is deciding

Therefore, all except for new women are not concerned about
their place in line since it does not dictate whether they
get let in.
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who is legitimately in line and who has pushed their way
into a front position by means of intimidation.

Short of

having a staff person outside all day to monitor the line
(which is impossible) the fairest method that the staff has
been able to devise is to send to the end anyone not lined
up single file when "taking the names" begins.
people do force their way into line.

Still, some

For example:

Derrick, one of the guests waiting in line, was
complaining about people cutting or "breaking" further
up in the line. He did not use any names, which I'm
sure was wise, but he did say that if anyone tried to
cut in front of him he would "take care of the nigger
in my own way."14
Threats addressed to no one by name, but towards people
taking particular actions is not an uncommon strategy for
letting off steam and also alerting the staff that some
people are taking advantage of others when the staff is not
around.

To reduce these sort of altercations, and much

worse ones, the staff bars guests if they feel that their
behavior is unacceptable. 15

A bar means that one is not

allowed in the shelter, sometimes temporarily and sometimes

1 4 Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago,
1994.

IL, 13 February

15 Derrick, in the excerpt above, was not barred for his
outburst.
The staff considered it an understandable
reaction to a frustrating situation.
Incidently, Derrick's
use of the term "nigger" probably did not imply a racial
slur since he is himself a black man and was largely
addressing other black men.
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indefinitely depending on the incident.

The staff keeps a

list of people barred from the shelter.

This list describes

why they were barred and when it happened.

A log book is

also kept that details other incidents out of the ordinary.
Westside Shelter requires picture identification from
anyone new or unknown by the staff.

The person's ID is

checked against the bar list to insure that they have not
been a problem in the past.

The shelter accepts public aid

cards, driver's licenses, and state IDs, all of which have
pictures, as valid identification.

Medical cards are not

accepted because they do not have a picture.

The Westside

shelter requires IDs for purpose of safety alone.

It is a

private shelter and does not receive compensation from the
City of Chicago for each bed it fills.

Apparently, some

other shelters do receive compensation because many guests
stated that this is why they thought we checked IDs.
"Screening" is a another method used by the staff to
insure a peaceful night for those inside the shelter.
Screening means that the men and women coming to the shelter
are assessed by the staff as to whether they appear like
they might jeopardize the safety and peace of the others at
the shelter, and, if so, are stopped (screened) from coming
in for that night.

This includes stopping those who are

noticeably intoxicated or otherwise "strung-out" in the
staff's estimation.

I describe in my field notes:
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Louie, who I have talked with every week, did not make
it in the shelter. He showed up acting very disoriented. His speech was slurred and his gait was more
unsteady than usual.16
The guests themselves are very aware of the criteria used to
evaluate who comes in the shelter and who can not.

For

example, one guest commented:
I overheard Wally explaining to some of the visiting
students that sometimes he won't come to the shelter
when he is "a little under the weather," because we can
tell when he has had "a nip too many."17
The main criteria for assessing whether someone should
come into the shelter is their behavior.

The staff knows

the normal behavior of the guests who come frequently and
can often tell if they "seem altered" for some reason.

The

staff readily admits that this is a judgment call that can
sometimes result in error, but hopefully rests on the side
of safety.

Barry clarified:

Barry and I discussed how there is no hard fast rule
for who is let in and who is not.
It is a totally
subjective decision that requires, as Barry states, "to
go on a gut feeling" about a person. This judgment is
made by talking to the person and determining whether
the person seems stable enough to come in and not cause
problems for the other guests.
It is a subjective
decision that can only be done on a case-by-case
basis . 18

16Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL,

6 March 1994.

17 Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL,

6 March 1994.

18Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL,

6 March 1994.
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Screening is a subjective judgment of the guests' state of
mind by the staff.

It requires the staff to have personal

knowledge of the guests so they can judge if a guest's
behavior seems "altered."

This requires daily interaction

with the guests to know when they are acting out of the
ordinary.

Dutch explained:

We know about ninety-nine percent of who comes in.
I
mean, we don't know the new guys, but we know the
people by face and by name.
The way that we know them
gets a lot of respect.
You can joke with them and
handle it much more.
You can see if they are acting
differently from the night before, if they can be high
or have been drinking that day.
So, I mean, knowing
the people, by staying out here, by looking at people
and knowing what goes on is a difference from other
shelters. 19
If a guest is new to the shelter the staff obviously
does not know them personally and has no past basis on which
to evaluate their behavior.

If a new guest (man or woman)

has an ID and is not violent acting or extremely disoriented
they are often let in.

If they return often the staff gets

a sense for what they are like.

The system works well

mainly because the full time staff is very familiar with the
guests and any new face stands out.
The rhythm of the shelter is one that is built on the
intentional repetition of events which occur in the same way
and in the same order every night.

The men and women line

19Recorded Interview, Westside Shelter, Chicago,
February 1994.

IL, 26
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up; the staff prepares the dorms; the men's names are taken;
the women's names are taken and they are let in; the kitchen
is opened; the regular men are let in; the first-come-firstserve men are called in the order which they arrived and let
inside in groups of ten; screening takes place all along as
the staff interacts with the guests; everyone is inside; the
kitchen closes; the lights go out.
The intentional repetition makes for monotony, but also
for security.
out.

Anything out of the ordinary easily stands

The reason for the shelter procedures are to sustain

the rhythm, which minimizes conflict and maximizes the
chances of having a boring and safe night.

Moreover, by

listening to the rhythm of the shelter one can understand
the processes by which meaning is created.

Guests are

defined by staff (and vice versa) in the context of this
rhythm through interactions such as "taking the names" and
screening.

These interactions are embedded in the rhythm,

but still involve specific relationships.

These relation-

ships are deeper than can be know be simply examining the
process (rhythm) in which they form.

Consequently, rela-

tionships are the focus of the next chapter.

CHAPTER 7
RELATIONSHIPS
One visitor to Westside Shelter was amazed at how well
the staff and guests knew one another.

He remarked that it

must be because of the "forced contact" with one another.
thought this was an interesting choice of words.

I

It gets at

the underlying tension present in all the staff/guest
relationships at the shelter.

These relationships are not

necessarily forced, but do emerge in a context of unequal
power.

In this chapter I examine how relationships between

guests and staff at the shelter are negotiated.

There are

two important elements in this relationship:

the power

(1)

the staff has over the guests, and (2) the way in which the
guests resist by defining the situation for themselves.

Power
As discussed in the chapter above, homeless men and
women must be evaluated by the staff before they can stay at
the shelter.

The assessment by the staff that any potential

guest represents a threat to the tranquillity of the shelter
results in that person being turned away for the night.
Consequently, the relationship between the staff and the
guests is asymmetrical.

The definitions given to situations
51
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at the shelter by the staff carries more authority than that
of the guests or crew.

In other words, the staff can

control the terms on which they interact with the guests.
This power relationship that comes from being on the staff
is part of all the interactions with the crew and the guests
whether explicit or not.

That is explicit, because the

staff has the responsibility of deciding who can and who can
not stay at the shelter.

It is also implicit, in that this

power as a literal "gatekeeper" will influence every
interaction.

In other words, the guests know that they are

always being evaluated as to whether their "performance"
matches what the staff would consider an acceptable guest.
This power dimension sometimes makes relationships between
the staff and guests confusing and problematic.

For

example, I noted in my field notes:
After Tony walked away Barry told me how Dutch and Sean
had been getting too close to Tony.
Barry said that he
had talked to them because the staff/guest relationship
is always an unequal one.
He said it is good to be
friendly with the guys and that everyone has their
favorites, but that getting too close is a conflict of
interests. Barry stated, "What are you going to do
when you have to say no to your friend? What happens
if Tony comes drunk or high and can't get in, but
expects to?"
I said I understood how being friends
with someone and having such power over them would be a
difficult situation.20

2 0Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago,

IL, 10 April 1994.
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The staff members are in a position of authority since
they are responsible for deciding who can and cannot enter
the shelter.

Getting "too close" to the guests means

establishing a relationship rooted outside of the shelter
environment.

In order for the staff to preserve their

authority the relationship works best when it is confined to
the shelter.

This is not to say that one cannot be friends,

but the differences in power cannot be ignored or forgotten.
I became aware of the limited nature of relationships
between staff and guests as my own role changed in the
transition from worker to student.

In my field notes I

commented:
I went to a rally and memorial service for a formerly
homeless man at Daley Plaza last winter who had died in
police custody under mysterious circumstances. The
deceased man had grown up on the West side and had
stayed at the shelter at one point. There were many
guests from the shelter at the rally/memorial service
to show their support.
They were surprised and happy
to see me.
I saw several of them later on at the
shelter and our relationship was deepened because of
our involvement outside the shelter atmosphere.
One
man in particular, Sam, had rarely talked with me at
the shelter before the rally, but at the rally was very
open and every time after when he saw me at the shelter
called me his "buddy."21
The boundary between good friends and friendly acquaintances is often difficult for the staff to recognize.
However, I believe the guests are very aware of the power

21 Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 20 February
1994.
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the staff has in deciding who is fit enough to come inside.
They realize that as long as they are on the outside they
had better be very aware of how the staff perceives them in
all circumstances.

The guests are more consciously aware of

the fluidity in the power relationship than are some of the
staff.

The guests must be sensitive to each situation so as

to be able to use it to their advantage if need be.
The stated policy of the staff is that no decision
about a guest is "personal," but rather based on what is
judged to be safest and best for the entire population of
the shelter.

The irony of this claim of objectivity is that

all the decisions about the guests are based on personal
information about an individual guest's history of behavior
at the shelter.

While the decision (such as whether to let

someone in the shelter) is done for non-personal reasons,
the criteria are extremely subjective and vary for each
situation and each individual.

For example, the older and

more vulnerable guests are not likely to be turned away for
being overly intoxicated as are the younger guests.

The

same distinction is also often made between women and men,
with the women being judged to be more physically vulnerable
on the streets by the staff, and therefore also less likely
to be turned away.

The case by case evaluation done by the

staff requires work experience at the shelter and getting to
know the guests.

This long term personal involvement is

often claimed by the staff to be the strength of the
shelter.

Since the staff personally knows the guests,
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albeit in a limited capacity, the ability to make decisions
"personal" certainly exists.

This I think is why there is a

strong sentiment among the staff that the decisions are not
done for personal reasons even if totally based on the
staff's subjective understanding of what the guest is like
(a complainer, potentially violent, drunk, etc.).

In our

informal interview, Dutch gave an example of how the
boundary between personal and professional sometimes becomes
blurred.
I:
As far as the strategy of knowing the people
personally, is that ever a problem or a drawback to
having to use your authority when they're your friends.
Is that difficult sometimes?
R:
I think they can really take use of it if it gets
too funny outside. Let me give you an example. Me and
Sean was out throwing snowballs and Barry too. And it
got to a point where the guys were cheering at each
other as a team. And it got to the point where it was
ridiculous. Everybody was having fun that night and we
just felt bad that we couldn't get ourselves to bar
people that night, to say no that night, because we
were like a community or whatever.
That was going too
far because we lost all authority. 22
Dutch felt like he had jeopardized the safety of the
shelter and those staying there by becoming too relaxed.
Just as a break in the rhythm of the shelter can jeopardize
its mission of a safe secure night, so also can the staff's

22Recorded Interview, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 26
February 1994.
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oversight of their own power which is implicit in all their
interactions with the guests.

Staff Typology of Guests
The power of the staff over the guests is reflected in
the ability of the staff to define the guests' status at the
shelter.

The guests recognize these distinctions, but it is

the staff who sets the agenda.
One general distinction in regard to those who receive
services from the shelter is between guests and non-guests.
A guest, according to the staff, is anyone who has stayed or
is staying at the shelter.

Guests voluntarily come to the

shelter in search of a place to sleep for the night.

Non-

guests are people from the neighborhood who come to the
shelter to get food or blankets, sometimes clothes, and even
money depending on their relationship with the shelter
staff, but not to stay the night.

The working assumption of

the staff is that their primary focus is on the guests.
Non-guests are aided whenever possible, but are not the
focal point of the shelter's efforts.
According to the staff, a typology of guests includes:
(1) crew staff, which can be old, new, or "special cases;"
(2) regulars, both men and women;

(3)

serve, for women and men; and (4)

front-bed people, mostly

for the men.

first-come-first-
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Crew Staff
The crew staff, as described in Chapter 4, are men who
have been chosen by the full-time staff to assist in the
running of the shelter.

The crew staff (crew for short)

does cleaning, cooks the soup, and assists with opening and
closing the shelter.
shelter.

The crew is vital for operating the

Without the crew the shelter would not run with so

few full-time staff.

In exchange for helping at the shelter

the crew can come and go as they please, have access to the
kitchen and a TV room (in the crew quarters), and receive a
small stipend.
Since the crew is chosen from the guests, this adds
some legitimacy to the shelter's operation to other guests
and to the community.

The crew's presence shows that an

effort is made to work with the guests in running the
shelter.

Sometimes the other guests appreciate dealing with

the crew rather than the staff.

More often, the crew

members are resented by other guests.

Crew members some-

times must tell other guests what to do and this gets them
labeled as "uppity."

Therefore, the staff consciously does

not put the crew in positions with the potential for too
much conflict.

Nonetheless, some conflict between crew and

other guests is unavoidable.
There are between twelve and sixteen crew members at
any one time.
years.

Several of the crew have been around for

They know all of the guests and all of the staff.

These old crew members know how to do all the tasks at the

·~
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shelter.

Some of them go with the staff on "runs" to pick

up food and to take the laundry to a hospital for washing.
Most of the crew members are around for shorter periods
of time of several months or weeks.

Some find that the work

is not for them and leave on their own, others are asked to
leave for stealing food or other supplies meant for the
shelter as a whole or because of repeated conflicts with the
other guests or the staff.

The staff attempts to avoid this

by selecting guests for crew that are fairly well known and
trusted.
offer.

Some guests when selected for crew decline the
This is not surprising since the crew position is a

liminal one analogous to Snow and Anderson's notion of
"adjusted straddlers"(1993).

The possibility of getting off

the street may be worsened by becoming a crew member since
by doing so one has a comfortable "off-street niche," but is
still part of the "social ecology of street life"(Snow and
Anderson, 1993: 55).

Presently the crew staff consists of

all black men with the exception of one Puerto Rican.
Many of the "special cases" are former crew staff.

A

"special case" is someone who is allowed to come and go at
the shelter like the crew, but with less responsibilities.
For example, some of the crew have found full time employment outside of the shelter and are saving their money to
get their own place.

They are allowed to stay at the

shelter for several months without having to do daily tasks
in return.

Also, some of the older former crew (in age, not

seniority) are allowed to stay inside as long as they want.
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One former "special case," an old man named Matty, had moved
out of the shelter to a subsidized apartment.

He actually

comes back one day and night a week to help out and to
socialize with his friends at the shelter.
Other special cases, which are not crew, include people
who are injured and have trouble moving around, and those
who have recently been released from the hospital for
something major such as surgery.

Regulars
Regulars are the men and women guests who have been
assigned a particular bed by the staff on a more or less
permanent basis.

Regulars are chosen from the most trusted

and most frequent

(hence the name regular) guests.

The

regulars can come into the shelter anytime after it opens
until ten o'clock without a late call.

A late call is a

pre-arranged agreement with the staff for someone to come in
late, usually done for those working.

After ten o'clock

everyone, even crew, needs a late call to be admitted to the
shelter.
Regulars have the "luxury" of knowing that they have a
guaranteed bed for every night.

Also, they are the first

guests to be let inside when the shelter is opened since
they can be screened less thoroughly.

This means they get

to the food, the showers, and into bed before the nonregular guests.

Some of the regulars use this extra time to

read before the lights go out.
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Just as some guest decline the of fer to become crew
staff, others decline the offer to become regulars.

I

believe this illustrates that the orientation of many of the
guests is larger than the shelter, whereas the staff's is
totally focused on the everyday task of running the shelter.
For example,

I observed:

I asked Ken if he was a regular yet since I knew he had
been coming for a long time.
Ken said no, he "really
don't want to be a regular because then I may never
leave the shelter." He said that he had already "been
at the shelter too long, but I'm grateful for it." 23
The regular men are divided into two groups.

One group

sleeps in the South dorm, and the other in the North.
South dorm is all regulars

The

(approximately eighty-five beds).

South dorm beds are not given out to someone else for the
night if the regular does not show up.

The South dormers

also have lockers they can keep clothes and personal
belongings in.

If they are absent too frequently or cause a

problem South dormers can lose their regular status.
North dorm regulars also have assigned beds, but these
are in the same dorm as with all of the first-come-firstserve beds.

The North dorm regular beds are saved each

night until nine-thirty and then are given to anyone still
needing a bed.

The North dormers do not have lockers, but

can keep belongings in two boxes under their beds.
23 Field Notes,

1994.

North
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dorm regular beds are given to men who may be as trusted as
South dorm regulars, but still need some special attention.
For example, they are older and may need to be closer to the
washroom; they may have a personality conflict with one of
the other guests; or may be mentally ill.

Otherwise, North

dorm regulars have the same privileges, such as coming in
first, as do South dorm regulars.
Regular women have a similar situation as the South
dorm regular men.
else sleeps in.

These women have their own bed that no
They have a locker in which they can keep

things, and they come in before the other women do.

Out of

the thirty-five beds for women, twenty are for regulars.
The women's equivalent of North dorm regulars are women who
were at the shelter the night before and are given priority
for being let in over new women or women who have not been
at the shelter for a long time.

This gives the women the

security of knowing they will get in (if not overly intoxicated or otherwise problematic) without having to stand in
line all day.

First-Come-First-Serve
The first-come-first-serve guests must sign up outside
to come into the shelter.

These guests are the ones that

must worry about getting to the shelter before it fills up.
They can have late calls, such as the regulars, but this
does not guarantee them a particular bed.

Because the order

that they come into the shelter varies each night they
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sometimes get different beds from the night before.

This

distresses some of the guests because they like to sleep in
certain places over others (such as beside the wall or close
to a light) .

Also, many guests are afraid of getting lice

from the person that slept in the bed the night before (all
linens are changed on a weekly basis; changed daily on a
need basis).

Others do not want to sleep beside certain

fellow guests who are loud snorers, grind their teeth, or
talk in their sleep.

If possible the same bed is given to

the same person from the night before.

However, this is

like trying to put a puzzle together with different pieces
each time; it is going to come out different.
is that first-come-first-serve "regulars"

What happens

(guests that don't

have regular status, but come often) will get the beds they
want (they are the pieces that are the same in the puzzle)
and other less frequent guests or new guests will get placed
in whatever beds are left over.
Some first-come-first-serve guests aspire to be
regulars and make sure the staff is aware of this.

Many

others, such as explained in the section above, do not want
the distinction of being an official regular at a homeless
shelter.

Nonetheless, many of the first-come-first-serve

guests resent that the regulars can enter before they can.

Front Bed People
A further complication for the staff in assigning beds
to non-regulars is that certain people are considered to be
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front-bed persons.

A front-bed person is someone who the

staff believes bears extra watching during the course of the
night.

Front-beds for men are located in the North dorm in

front of a desk where an all night on-duty person sits.

In

the women's dorm, front-beds are those nearest to the bed of
the woman staff member.
Some front-bed persons are those who are considered
"mental" by the staff and require some extra care to see
that they can negotiate their way through the night and the
morning.

Other front-bed persons include those that are

seizure prone or have other medical problems; those that are
not entirely sober; and those that the staff believes to be
suspicious for some reason, such as possible gang connections

(if any gang connections, such as to the Traveling

Vice Lords or Gangster Disciples, are verified then the
guest is barred from the shelter) . 24

The front-beds also

include "old man beds" which have plastic covered mattresses
and are close to the washroom for those with weak bladders.
Some front-bed people don't mind sleeping up front, but
others don't like the surveillance or the light from above
the duty desk that is on all night (only in the men's North
dorm) .

24 The

Conversely, some non-front-bed persons want to sleep

literal word on the street, according to many guests
and people in the neighborhood, is that the shelter is
neutral territory for gangs.
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up front so they can read in the light or because they feel
more secure being close to the desk person.
It is not surprising that the typologies ascribed to
the different types of guests by the staff would center
around where the guests sleep.

Westside Shelter is, after

all, an emergency overnight homeless shelter that has the
primary goal of being a place of safety where people can
rest.

Hence, the way that the staff classifies the guests

on an everyday basis is according to whether they can get
into the shelter and then where they can sleep.

Resistance
The guests find ways to minimize the power the staff
has over them by resisting and altering the staff's definition of who they are in the context of the shelter.

One

strategy for doing this is the construction of a shelter
identity.

For example, one of the guests, Bob, has been

successful in creating an identity at the shelter for
himself as a "mysterious loner."
this identity is.

I am not sure how accurate

What is true is that Bob uses this loner

identity to his advantage in terms of protection and
negotiation of personal space at the shelter.

I wrote in my

field notes:
Bob is a mystery to the staff and probably to most of
the guests. Bob is highly intelligent, as many of the
guests are, but is also very reclusive.
He doesn't
hang out with any of the groups of men that frequent
the shelter, and none of the staff know what he does
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all day. He will disappear from the shelter for long
periods of time (such as weeks or months) and then
return and frequent the shelter for weeks or months.
There have been rumors that Bob is a drug dealer. Many
of the other guests leave him alone, implying that they
know or think they know that he is someone not to mess
with. 25
Another example of a shelter identity is Dante.
created his own niche at the shelter.

He has

He does not have the

status of a regular, however, because he is well known to
both the staff and many of the guests, he can claim a
certain space (bed) as his own.

This laying claim to a

certain space in the shelter is similar to many of the
guests that come frequently.
Many new guests and irregular ones do not have a
shelter identity, and often are understandably not keen to
develop one.
I totally let Ted control the topic and flow of the
conversation.
I got the impression that he was trying
to disassociate himself from the rest of the guests,
and let me know that he was somehow different. He did
this by explaining that he had been gone for a long
time and was surprised to see the same people here. 26
The construction of a shelter identity is not unique to
only Dante or Bob.

Many of the guests that come frequently

are able to establish a shelter identity of sorts that
allows them to interact with the staff and other guests in a

25 Field Notes,

Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 26 February

1994.
26 Field

Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL,

6 March 1994.
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manner which gives themselves a certain amount of dignity
and control.

This shelter identity is often an extension of

a street identity they have already established outside of
the shelter.

For instance, many of the guests use street

names with the other guests (such as Cadillac or Swifty) or
are known by only their first names.
important.

Appearance is also

Some of the guests dress "normal" so that no one

would ever guess they were homeless.

Other of the guests

dress in whatever they can get their hands on and with
little concern if they appear homeless.

Some of the guests

who beg on the street for money highlight their homeless
experience by carrying crutches or wearing eye patches when
they physically don't need them.

Thaddeus, for example,

does not wear an eye patch and can walk fine when at the
shelter, but when I saw him begging outside of St. Peter's
Church in the Loop he was wearing an eye patch and leaning
on crutches.
More important than names or appearance in constructing
a street or shelter identity is reputation and disclosure,
or how one carries one's self and how much they let others
know about them.

The more unknown a guest is the less

likely they are to provide an opening that someone can use
against them on the street or at the shelter.

The past of

many of the guests is ambiguous and if often left that way.
Although, some of the guests take the opposite strategy and
let everyone know who they are and what they do during the
day.
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Sometimes the guests are able to manipulate their
relationship with the staff to their own advantage.

The

staff is often aware of this and "allows" it to happen if it
doesn't disturb the rhythm of the shelter (such as giving
out clothing or letting someone in a little past the
curfew) .

Often exceptions cannot be made, but the staff

usually understands why the guests try to get what they can.
For example:
Dutch was telling how recently both Dante and Derrick
had been real "whiners" about everything at the
shelter.
They knew all the staff members well and
tried to use this to their advantage whenever possible,
such as getting Dutch to write their names down when he
shouldn't have.
I asked Dutch if he knew why they
acted the way that they did.
He responded that Derrick
and Dante were "survivors of the street" and knew how
to "do whatever it takes to get what they want and need
for survival."27
The guests use identities constructed out of appearance, reputation, and disclosure to carve out a niche at the
shelter they feel comfortable with.

Often this corresponds

with the staff's typology of the guests

(guests will call

themselves regulars), but sometimes it does not (few if any
guests consider themselves front-bed persons for the same
reason that staff does).

Many of the guests spend a

considerable amount of time at the shelter and are able to
find ways of negotiating space for themselves without

27 Field Notes, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 20 February
1994.
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getting barred.

Sometimes guests will confront staff about

rules or policies they feel are unfair or because they do
not like the manner (or attitude) in which the staff
enforces the rules.

This is often a good wake-up call for

the staff who sometimes forget why they are at the shelter
and miss the guests' needs for more than food ahd shelter.
The staff struggles to negotiate their relationships with
the guests such that the shelter accomplishes its mission
without losing site of the guests as individual human
beings.

Likewise, the guests struggle to maintain their

dignity in a situation where they are dependent on others
for their basic needs.

The extent to which each group is

able to do this in a civilized way is a reflection of the
guests' tolerance and the staff's dedication.

The staff

keeps its members going by means of a strong group identity.
This group identity is an important element of why the
staff/guest relationships work as well as they do at the
shelter.

CHAPTER 8
STAFF ORGANIZATION AS COMMUNITY
Interaction with the guests is the central part of each
day for the staff members.

Because the staff lives and

works at the shelter they are in the difficult situation of
constantly managing their relationships with the guests and
each other.

This sustained interaction on the part of the

staff includes the constant negotiation of their role at the
shelter.

The staff's work and personal life are intertwined

such that, short of physically being away from the shelter,
they are always "working."

Anytime they answer the phone or

go outside they are cast in their role of shelter worker.
The staff is able manage the constancy of the shelter as
well as they do because they live in a tight knit group.
This group is self-described by the staff as a "community."
The community intentionally consists only of staff members.
This staff based community purposely excludes guests so that
the staff can have a space where they can temporarily escape
the tensions of their relationships with the guests.
Community to the staff means more than living in close
quarters.

Community is an integral part of how the shelter

operates for the staff.

The emphasis is on working to-

gether, communicating with one another, and getting things
69
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done as a group.

Most of the decisions regarding how the

shelter should be run are made communally and adjusted over
time to fit new situations.

Dutch explained in our

interview:
I:
Do you think it's part of what makes the shelter
work, the community?
R:
It's definitely part of it. A strong part of the
work I think, yeah. All decisions, major decisions,
like barring people, people going to the South dorm,
with the guests who comes in, is always a community
thing, a community decision.
I mean, almost everything, if the manager doesn't take over.
That really
makes it very strong.
If you have an emergency its
always the community that goes and works together. And
I think that the guests know that we work together and
there will always have a lot of people from us out
there fast. And we depend on each other totally,
strong and weak sides, when we are working out there.
We know mostly how people are going to react in certain
situations and that makes us strong. 28
Community as an organizing principle reinforces ("makes
strong") the group focus of staff in running Westside
Shelter.

The staff community is a collection of people very

different from one another in ages and beliefs.

These

individuals are brought together at first by wanting to work
at the shelter for various personal reasons, but later by
the bond of being one of the community.

Staff members "work

out" at Westside Shelter if they can relate to the guests

2 BRecorded

Interview, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 26
February 1994.
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and, more importantly, if they can relate to the other staff
as more than individual co-workers, but as community.

"Getting Over The Hump"
Living in community can sometimes be more difficult for
staff members than working with the homeless guests.

For

example, some people come to the shelter wanting to do the
work, but leave because are unable to live in a communal
atmosphere.

There is a process that the staff describes as

"getting over the hump" that all new workers go through.
This refers not only to the emotional toll of dealing with
people whose lives are full of pain and suffering on a daily
basis (many of the guests), but also to negotiating how to
be a part of the community.
Like all groups, the staff community exercises social
control over its members through formal and informal rules.
Examples of informal rules are telling others where you are
going and when you expect to return, being part of community
social events, and doing whatever it takes to keep the
shelter running.

Some formal rules include taking turns

with cooking, cleaning, and leading evening prayer, as well
as treating the guests and other staff members with respect.
Staff members who accept these rules more easily become part
of the community.

Staff members who do not accept these

rules are not integrated into the community and therefore
have difficulty in "getting over the hump" since they do not
have the group support that integration into the community
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offers.

Some people are consciously not allowed in the

community to begin with if the current members feel there is
too much potential conflict.

Other people are accepted into

the community, but are unconsciously ostracized (or
ostracize themselves)

for failure to comply with the

informal or formal rules of the group.
"Getting over the hump" is different for each person,
but always involves a change in consciousness from when one
first arrived at the shelter.

For example, some people come

to the shelter wanting to "help the poor," but realize that
it is a bigger problem than that.

Dutch stated:

The poor people here has to know that it doesn't work
out to get a baby when you are thirteen years old.
It
doesn't work out to take drugs.
It's not going to make
a solution for anybody. And the rich people also have
to know that they have to get their ass out and do
something. They have to not just sit in their home and
do whatever they do.
I mean they have to do something.
They can't sit behind bars with their guns.
I know I'm
generalizing and I shouldn't do that, but anyway that's
how the picture sometimes gets. They have to get out
and acknowledge what's going on here. 29
"Getting over the hump" can mean that one begins to see
inequality as more than an individual problem.

Through

interacting with the homeless as real people with faces and
names, rather than as an amorphous "social problem,"
community members broaden their thinking.

This is para-

2 9Recorded Interview, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 26
February 1994.
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doxical because it is through personalizing homelessness,
getting to know the stories and struggles of individuals,
that the staff learns to not personalize the reasons for it.
Dutch's comments reflect this understanding:
Nobody is born equal. They're not!
You're born in
different neighborhoods, you're born as a crack baby.
I mean, you're never born equal. A lot of people have
to understand that.
Sure they are born having the same
rights. But then again they don't.
Look at actually
how they can survive and how good are their opportunities for education.
It's totally different.
It's
not equal at all.30
Besides transforming how the staff thinks about
homelessness and inequality, "getting over the hump" also
involves how the staff lives their lives.

Barry, Anne, and

Fr. John have all been at the shelter for over five years.
Anne and Barry sold their house, cars, and quit their jobs
to work at the shelter.

Now they have their own "apartment"

above the community living area which consists of a bedroom,
living room, and bathroom (all with no windows).

They also

travel abroad several weeks each year and frequently visit
their daughter, son-in-law, and grandson in Iowa as neeessary breaks from the shelter routine.
Fr. John is a Franciscan priest so he made a lifetime
commitment to living with the poor long before coming to the
shelter.

However, he also takes breaks to go on retreats,

30 Recorded Interview, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 26
February 1994.
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visit former community members, and see family.

Plus, he

stays several nights a week with his Franciscan community
house which is in the suburbs.
The commitment of Barry, Anne, and Fr. John to a nonmainstream lifestyle is firm.

Anne has stated several times

that "the poor will save us all."

Their dedication to this

type of lifestyle has been strengthened by their connection
with the shelter and staff community.

Anne and Barry

actually left the shelter after three years to travel and do
volunteer work elsewhere.

However, they returned after six

months explaining that the shelter and community was their
home.

This feeling of belonging is not unique only to long-

time staff such as Anne, Barry, and Fr. John.

Dutch echoed

their sentiments regarding the staff community:
If I have to tell a person how the shelter life works I
definitely put a lot of weight on the community life.
Because, I mean if you are here for more than one or
two months the community life is the main thing.31
The organization of the staff into a community is a
large part of what keeps the workers dedicated.

The

community serves as a support group since everyone is
experiencing similar situations with the homeless guests on
a daily basis.

The staff organization as a community can

also be part of what makes the shelter difficult.

However,

31Recorded Interview, Westside Shelter, Chicago, IL, 26
February 1994.
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the more one is integrated into the community life of the
staff, the easier it is to "get over the hump."

One of the

primary means of integration into community life is through
religious rituals.

Religion in Community Life
Religious language and rituals are used by the community to understand and explain their experiences at the
shelter.

For example, every night around seven o'clock the

community and anyone else involved with opening sit down for
a prayer time lasting about ten minutes.

This prayer takes

place in the community living room and does not involve the
crew or any of the guests.

The ringers on the two phones

are turned off and a candle on the coffee table is lit.
Usual things prayed for are a quiet and safe night, and for
many of the problems that the guests and other people in the
neighborhood face.

This ritual focuses the community and

others present on the work that is to be done that night.
After praying, the community discusses what happened in
the shelter the night before and decides on any actions that
are going to be pursued that evening.

The discussion time

and prayer are actually part of the opening process.

This

is when those working get in a mind set which has running
the shelter as its main focus.

The fact that the prayer and

discussion times are done as a community and are part of the
daily routine at the shelter demonstrate that these are
important and intentional parts of community life.

The
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prayer and discussion times keep the work group oriented
(what action is the community going to take) rather than
individual oriented.

These are important parts of community

life that are separate from the guests, but have ramifications on how the community members interact with the
guests.

Extended Community
The staff community is a fluid entity.

Not only does

it change over time as staff come and go, but it also
includes people who do not actually live at the shelter.

I

make a distinction between "live-in community" and "extended
community" as a way to differentiate the staff that live at
the shelter from those who do not.
The extended community is part of the shelter "family."
These people don't live in the actual community area at the
shelter, but they may have in the past.

Extended community

includes former volunteers and others who have become
familiar with the shelter and its daily routines.

Extended

community members who are not themselves former volunteers
are usually close to someone who is or was.

For example,

Jack never lived at the shelter, but spent a lot of time
there when he was dating Diane (they are now married) who
was a community member.

Consequently, Jack is as much of a

extended community member as Diane.
Extended community members are insiders.

They are

known by the staff, the crew, and many of the guests.

More
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importantly, extended community members are very familiar
with the goal of the shelter (a safe secure night) and are
comfortable with the setting.
The presence of extended community gives the shelter
staff flexibility in scheduling their lives around running
the shelter.

Dutch, for instance, needed some time off

because he had been at the shelter for eight months with no
significant break.

Extended community members are familiar

with the shelter and the guests and can comfortably come and
fill in.

The extended community preserves the continuity of

the shelter rhythm when there is not enough live-in
community.

Extended community also provides the shelter

with a versatility it needs with a small staff.
Extended community members make a significant contribution to the shelter by being available to help out.
However, they have to make few of the "hard decisions" about
who gets to come in the shelter and who doesn't.

The daily

contact with the guests is a vital component in making these
decisions.

The shelter is run based on knowing what has

been happening.
contextual.

In other words, all the decisions are

An extended community member who is only around

periodically is out of the flow of events and cannot make
informed decisions about the guests as well as the live-in
community.

When extended community are at the shelter their

job is to support the community members who must do this. 32

32 My role at the shelter was as part of the extended

78

Extended community members also benefit from their
continued relationship with the shelter.

The shelter serves

as a resource for extended community persons.

It can be the

source of a job or apartment recommendation; provides access
to borrowing a vehicle if needed (such as a van for moving);
but, most importantly, serves as a focal point around which
bonds of friendship are formed.

Surmnary
Staff community as an organizing principle is what
makes the shelter work.
from other shelters.

It also sets Westside Shelter apart

Staff community creates an atmosphere

of trust and respect which carries over into dealing with
the homeless guests of the shelter.

This framework for

running the shelter is summarized on a sign in the entry
hallway to the shelter that states, "Please Be Considerate
of One Another."

I once observed the shelter manager, Fr.

John, point to this sign and explain that if this was
observed, all the other rules would automatically be
followed (rules such as no drugs, no weapons, and no abusive
language) .
Staff organization as a community supplies the staff
members with a group identity.

Not only does this identity

community.
This worked to my advantage in doing research
since I had the leeway to talk with the men, women, and
staff more openly then if I was primarily responsible for
safely opening the shelter for the night.
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allow new members to adjust to being at the shelter, but
also gives them and other staff members the opportunity for
personal development.

In other words, the staff community

is a potentially transformative process for those involved.
Similarly, the staff community provides meaning to its
members primarily through religious language and ritual.
And lastly, the staff community expands beyond the boundaries of the shelter to include past community members,
family, and friends.

CHAPTER 9
CONCLUSION
A grounded theoretical approach attempts to connect
everyday interactions and activities to general social
principles.

This approach views the social situation as an

exemplar of these general principles which can be used to
construct social theory.

In contrast, Burawoy argues that

rather than generating new theory, researchers should
deconstruct and improve existing theories by looking at
specific social situations as anomalies rather than
exemplars (1991: 9).

In other words, rather than using a

particular social phenomenon as the best example of a new
way of understanding the world, the researcher should use it
to discount and correct existing understandings.
In this thesis I have used both approaches.

My

framework has been based on a grounded theory perspective in
which the data determines the conclusions.

However, in

reviewing the existing literature on homelessness I have
identified a gap my thesis fills. The presence of this gap
demonstrates the uniqueness of my site.

Therefore, rather

than seeing Westside Shelter only as an exemplar for
generating new knowledge about how the homeless and non-
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homeless interact, it can also be an anomaly from which to
adjust existing knowledge.
I make no claim that this ethnography of Westside
Shelter is representative of all homeless shelters.

Several

of the guests have described to me their experiences at
other shelters which have included being frisked by armed
security guards, harassed by gangbangers, and saved by
fundamentalists.

Based on these descriptions, and on my own

experiences visiting several other shelters, I argue that
Westside Shelter is very different from most other shelters.
It differs not so much in its accommodations, but in its
attitude.
The uniqueness of a shelter's attitude (or culture) is
most easily examined by an insider via participantobserva tion.

A participant-observation strategy gives a

researcher understanding of a situation both experientially
as an active participant, and causally as an observer
seeking explanation (Burawoy et al., 1991: 3).

Therefore,

the ethnographic approach taken in this thesis has best
suited my unique situation as both insider and critical
observer at Westside Shelter.
Furthermore, Westside Shelter is important as an
intersection for many homeless and non-homeless individuals.
This point of contact is significant because personal
relationships develop between the homeless and non-homeless
such that each group sees the other as consisting of real
people.

In other words, Westside Shelter creates the
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possibility of being the catalyst for a change in consciousness on a personal and political level for those
involved, particularly the non-homeless.

Places such as

Westside Shelter can be junctures where stereotypes are
destroyed and boundaries of race and class are crossed in a
ways which otherwise would not occur.

This can lead people

to struggle with the complex issues of why homelessness
exists when the person they just met doesn't fit any of
their pre-conceived notions of a homeless person.
Westside Shelter serves as a forum where people of
different backgrounds (racially, ethnically, and class
based) can come together and begin to see their similarities.
measure.

Westside Shelter is not luxurious by any
It offers the basics of a cup of soup and

sandwich, a shower, and a safe secure place to spend the
night.
people.

The shelter is a haven or safety net for many
I believe Elliot Liebow was correct when he ended

Tally's Corner by quoting W.H. Auden's: We must love one
another or die (1967: 231).

The staff community at the

shelter strives to love and care for the homeless on a daily
basis.

The homeless guests of the shelter more than return

this love.

Life at the shelter is messy and complicated,

and sometimes it's not so nice. However, what is important
is that at Westside Shelter there are people who are
struggling with the complexities of life and doing the best
they can on an everyday level.

Maybe if we all start with

the little seemingly unimportant things such as a cup of
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soup and a clean quiet place to sleep, the loving one
another will follow.
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